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OPINION
l.

Jamees B. had two children by the time she married Randall B., Sr. Her first child wasborn
when she was only fourteen years old. Three children were born while Jamees B. and Randall B.,
Sr. weremarried. After thelir first child, Randall B., Jr., was born on July 19, 1999, Jamees B. and
Randall B., Sr. did not reside together, but they did not divorce. Jamees B. gave birth to two more
children in 2000 and 2003. Later genetic tests revealed that Randall B., Sr. was not the biological
father of these two children.

The relationship between Jamees B. and Randall B., Sr. was an abusive one. Both were
addicted to drugs, and Jamees B. had serious psychological problems. Randall B., Sr. made his
living doing odd jobs and selling drugs to support his own addiction and provided Jamees B. little
monetary or other assistance for herself or the children. He was frequently in jail for drug-related
offenses. Jamees B. was incapable of caring for the children on her own. In September 1999, she
placed Randall B., Jr. and histwo older siblingswith the Association for Guidance, Aid, Placement
and Empathy, Inc. (AGAPE) because shewas unableto care for them. AGAPE eventually returned
the children to Jamees B. in February 2000.

The Department of Children’s Services briefly took custody of Jamees B.’s children,
including Randall B., Jr., in November 2001 after she failed to pick them up from a babysitter. In
January 2002, Jamees B. voluntarily placed the children with the Department because she was
homeless, addicted to cocaine, and suicidal. Thechildrenremained inthe Department’ s custody for
approximately ten months and were returned to Jamees B. in November 2002.

In December 2002, Randall B., Sr. was incarcerated after being charged with aggravated
robbery stemming from a“drug deal gonebad.” On October 15, 2003, JameesB. voluntarily placed
Randall B., Jr. and histwo younger siblings with AGAPE because she was again unable to carefor
them. JameesB. had lost her housing, had no job, and had been ordered to admit herself to aninety-
day residential drug treatment program. AGAPE assigned social worker Rachelle Mountjoy to the
case and placed Randall B., Jr. and his siblingsin afoster home.

Ms. Mountjoy prepared a permanency plan regarding Randall B., Jr. for Jamees B. in
November 2003 but did not prepare onefor Randall B., Sr. because hewasin jail. She met Randall
B., Sr. for the first time on January 28, 2004 after he had been released from custody. During that
meeting, Randall B., Sr. told Ms. Mountjoy that he was a heavy marijuana user and that he
occasionally used cocaineand pills. Healso expressed an interest in mental health counseling. Ms.
Mountjoy provided Randall B., Sr. with the telephone number of a behaviora healthcare
organization but did not specifically discuss substance abuse treatment or counseling with him.

Randall B., Sr. and Ms. Mountjoy met again on March 2, 2004 when he signed his first
permanency plan. The solegoal of the plan wasto return Randall B., Jr. home. It required Randall
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B., Sr. (1) to “comply with and pass’ random drug screens, (2) to complete a mental health
evauation and to follow all therapy recommendations, (3) to obtain stable employment for six
months, (4) to pay an agreed upon amount of child support® and to otherwise demonstrate that heis
able to support his children, (5) to complete a parenting assessment and parenting classes, and (6)
to visit regularly with Randall B., Jr. Despite Randall B., Sr.’s obvious substance abuse problem,
Ms. Mountjoy, for someunexplained reason, did not includein the permanency plan any requirement
that he obtain an assessment or treatment for his addiction. Randall B., Sr. dso had his first
supervised visit with Randall B., Jr. but declined to submit to drug screening. The Davidson County
Juvenile Court approved this permanency plan on April 1, 2004.

For the next six months, Ms. Mountjoy watched Randall B., Sr. struggleashetriedto get his
lifein order. Hewas unableto find steady employment because of hiscriminal record. Hewasalso
arrested for driving on arevoked license, and at the time of the arrest, the authorities found drug
paraphernaiain hiscar. Randall B., Sr. managed tovisit Randall B., Jr. only sporadically. Onthese
occasions, Randall B., Sr. either refused to submit to drug screening or failed the screen after
marijuana and cocaine were found in his system. In October 2004, Randall B., Sr. told Ms.
Mountjoy that he would “aways be positive for marijuana’ and that he used marijuana*®as much as
| can.”

DespiteRandall B., Sr.” slack of progress, Ms. Mountjoy prepared asecond permanency plan
for himin November 2004. Thisplanwasessentially thesameasRandall B., Sr.’ sfirst permanency
plan.? Inexplicably, it still contained no requirement that Randall B., Sr. be assessed or receive
treatment for his drug addiction. The plan noted that AGAPE had been unable to find a family
interested in adopting Randall B., Jr. and hisfour siblings. Thejuvenile court approved thisplan on
November 10, 2004, but it had little practical effect other than to increase the thickness of the case
file.

Randall B., Sr.” svisitswith his son continued to be sporadic, and Ms. Mountjoy noticed that
he smelled of marijuanaduring avisit on November 29, 2004. Still, Ms. Mountjoy did not mention
drug treatment or counseling to Randall B., Sr.

Because Randall B., Sr. had failed to find steady work, he was supporting himself by selling
drugs. In January 2005, he was incarcerated after being charged with possession of marijuanaand
cocaine with intent to sell. Jamees B. was also arrested for prostitution. On January 13, 2005,
AGAPE filed a petition in the juvenile court seeking to terminate Randall B., Sr.’s parental rights

1The record contains no indication that M s. M ountjoy and Randall B., Sr. ever agreed upon the amount of child
support that Randall B., Sr. was expected to pay.

2In addition to the goal of returning Randall B., Jr. home, this plan listed adoption as a second goal.
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with regard to Randall B., Jr. and histwo younger siblings.®> Thejuvenile court appointed aguardian
ad litem for the children and appointed alawyer for Randall B., Sr. Approximately one month later,
Randall B., Jr."s great aunt filed a petition in the juvenile court seeking custody of Randall B., Jr.*

Randall B., Sr.’s lawyer requested separate trials on the substantive grounds of AGAPE’s
termination petition and on the question of whether terminating Randall B., Sr.’s parental rights
would bein Randall B., Jr.’s best interests. The juvenile court granted the motion and conducted
thefirst hearingon May 12, 2005. Inan order filed on August 5, 2005, the juvenile court concluded
that AGAPE’s permanency plan “barely . . . [met] the requirement of meeting the needs of . . .
[Randall B., Sr.]” and that the plan’s“[m]ost obvious [shortcoming] isthefailure. . . to addressthe
drug addiction issues of the father.” Notwithstanding this finding, the juvenile court decided that
AGAPE’s efforts to assist Randall B., Sr., while not “extraordinary,” were “reasonable.”
Accordingly, thecourt found (1) that Randall B., Sr. had abandoned Randall B., Jr. by faillingto visit
him regularly, (2) that Randall B., Sr. had failed to comply with the requirements of his permanency
plans, and (3) that the conditions that had led to placing Randall B., Jr. in foster care persisted and
would not, in all reasonable probability, be remedied at an early date.

Randall B., Sr. was incarcerated from January to September 2005. While hewasinjail, he
completed parenting and anger management classes. Following his release, he moved into his
girlfriend’ s apartment and found a part-time job with ajanitorial service at alocal hospital.

The juvenile court conducted hearings on September 20 and October 27, 2005, regarding
whether it would bein Randall B., Jr.’s best interests to terminate Randall B., Sr.’s parentd rights.
During the October hearing, Ms. Mountjoy informed the court that A GAPE had found afoster home
in Lawrenceburg for Randall B., Jr. and threeof hissiblings. On November 23, 2005, the court filed
an order concluding that terminating Randall B., Sr.’s parental rights would be in Randall B., Jr.’s
best interests. Notwithstanding the evidence that Randall B., Sr. and Randall B., Jr. had an
appropriate relationship, the juvenile court terminated Randall B., Sr.’ s parental rightsand named
AGAPE as Randdll B., Jr.’s custodian and guardian. Randall B., Sr. has appeal ed.

This appeal focuses on the reasonableness of AGAPE’s efforts to assist Randall B., Sr. to
rehabilitate himself to be a suitable parent for Randall B., Jr. Randall B., Sr. insiststhat AGAPE’s
efforts were not reasonable because its social worker did little more than provide him telephone
numbers of agencies that might have assisted him and completely failed to assist him in obtaining
assessment and treatment for his drug addiction which was the root cause of most of his other
problems. AGAPE responds by suggesting that it does not have a statutory obligation to try to

3Genetic testing later established that Randall B., Sr. was not the biological father of Randall B., Jr.’s two
younger siblings.

4The great aunt stated that she believed it was important “to keep my family together.”

-4-



reunitefamiliesby assisting the parentsof children placedinitscustody. Italsoinsiststhat itsefforts
to assist Randall B., Sr. —if they wererequired — were reasonable and that Randall B., Sr.’ s efforts
to rehabilitate himself were not.

A.

The centra importance of the family, in its broadest sense, isingrained in our cultural and
legal heritage. The Tennessee General Assembly wove this principleinto thefabric of Tennessee's
public policy when it declared that families are among the fundamenta building blocks of society
and that familiesare essential to social and economic order and thecommon good. Tenn. Code Ann.
8 36-3-113(a) (2005). Even the statutes empowering the courts to remove children from their
parents' custody clearly state that their primary purpose is to protect children from *unnecessary
separation” fromtheir parents. Tenn. Code Ann. 8 37-2-401(a) (2005). Thus, the Tennessee General
Assembly hasestablished the policy that children should not beremoved from their parents’ custody
unless the separation is necessary for the child’s welfare or in the interest of public safety, Tenn.
Code Ann. § 37-1-101(a)(3) (2005), and that once children are removed, thefirst priority should be
to reunite the family if at all possible. Inre C.M.M., No. M2003-01122-COA-R3-PT, 2004 WL
438326, at *6 (Tenn. Ct. App. Mar. 9, 2004) (No Tenn. R. App. P. 11 application filed); Inre
D.D.K., No. M2003-01016-COA-R3-PT, 2003 WL 23093929, at *4 (Tenn. Ct. App. Dec. 30, 2003)
(NoTenn.R. App. P. 11 applicationfiled); InreD.D.V., No. M2001-02282-COA-R3-JV, 2002 WL
225891, at *8 (Tenn. Ct. App. Feb. 14, 2002) (No Tenn. R. App. P. 11 application filed); Inre
Drinnon, 776 SW.2d 96, 99-100 (Tenn. Ct. App. 1988).

Thewelfareof childrenlivinginafamily settingisinextricably linked totheir parents’ ability
to care for them. A parent’s inability or disinclination to shoulder his or her parenting
responsibilities can have a profound and long-lasting effect on achild. Accordingly, the Tennessee
General Assembly has recognized that one of the most effective ways to improve the lives of
dependent and neglected childrenistoimprovetheability of their parentsto be nurturing caregivers.
Improving parenting skills results in better parents and, in turn, happier and more well adjusted
children.

Even when a parent’s conduct requires removing a child from the parent’s custody, the
Tennessee General Assembly has determined that, in most circumstances, the separation should be
for only aslong asis necessary to preserve, repair, or reunify the family.> See Tenn. Code Ann. §
37-1-166(g)(2) (2005). Thus, the statutes governing dependent and neglected children and
Tennessee' sfoster care programreflect apreferencefor preserving families by reuniting parentsand
children whenever possible. These statutes also reflect an awareness that reunifying parents and

5The Tennessee General Assembly has also recognized that some parents’ conduct is so inimical to their
children’ swell-being that the family relationship either cannot or should not be repaired or restored. Inre C.M.M., 2004
WL 438326, at *6 n.19 (identifying the circumstances in which reunification is not required). In these circumstances,
and in circumstances in which parents prove unable or unwilling to shoulder their parental responsibilities, the only
remaining option is to terminate the parents’ parental rights and find a permanent placement that will serve the child’'s
best interests.
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children is best accomplished by helping parents address their own challenges and improve their
parenting skills.

B.

The Department of Children’ s Servicesisthe stateagency with primary responsibility for the
care and protection of dependent and neglected children. It playsadirect rolein theremoval of most
dependent and neglected children from their parents custody, and Tennessee's juvenile courts
regularly place these children in the Department’ s custody. Because of the prominent role that the
Department playsin the lives of so many dependent and neglected children, the Tennessee General
Assembly has explicitly imposed on the Department the responsibility to make reasonable efforts
to reunify children and their parents after removing the children from their parents home. Tenn.
Code Ann. § 37-1-166.

The Department must memorializeitseffortsinanindividualized permanency plan prepared
for every dependent and neglected child placed initscustody. Therequirementsin each permanency
plan must be directed toward remedying the conditions that led to the child’s removal from his or
her parent’s custody. In re Valentine, 79 SW.3d 539, 547-49 (Tenn. 2002); In re M.J.B., 140
S.W.3d 643, 656-57 (Tenn. Ct. App. 2004); Inre L.J.C., 124 S.W.3d 609, 621 (Tenn. Ct. App.
2003). Reflecting the Tennessee Genera Assembly’ s understanding that the ability of parentsto
rehabilitate themselves depends on the Department’ s assistance and support,® permanency plans
placeobligationsonthe Department to hel p parentsbecomebetter ableto providetheir children with
asafe and stable home and with consistent and appropriate care. InreC.S,, Jr., No. M2005-02499-
COA-R3-PT, 2006 WL 2644371, at *9 (Tenn. Ct. App. Sept. 14, 2006).

Whilethe Department’ sefforts need not be“ herculean,”” the Department must do morethan
simply provide the parents with a list of service providers and then leave the parents to obtain
services on their own. Inre GiorgiannaH.,  SW.3d. at ___, 2006 WL 721303, & *6; Inre
C.M.M., 2004 WL 438326, at *7. The Department’s employees must bring their education and
training to bear to assist the parents in a meaningful way to address the conditions that required
removing their children from their custody and to complete the tasks imposed on them in the
permanency plan. InreGiorgiannaH.,  SW.3d.at __ , 2006 WL 721303, a *6; Inre J.L.E.,
No. M2004-02133-COA-R3-PT, 2005 WL 1541862, at *14 (Tenn. Ct. App. June 30, 2005) (No
Tenn. R. App. P. 11 application filed); In re D.D.V., 2002 WL 225891, at *8. The Department
cannot use budgetary concernsto justify itsfailure to make reasonabl e effortsto reunify parentsand

6In re W.A.H., No. W2006-00585-COA-R3-PT, 2006 WL 2257341, at *5 (Tenn. Ct. App. Aug. 8, 2006); In
re GiorgiannaH., _ SW.3d __,  , 2006 WL 721303, at *5 (Tenn. Ct. App. 2006); In re C.M.M., 2004 WL
438326, at *7; Statev. Demarr, No. M 2002-02603-COA-R3-CV, 2003 WL 21946726, at *10 (Tenn. Ct. App. Aug. 13,
2003) (No Tenn. R. App. P. 11 application filed).

7I nreK.E.R.,No. M 2006-000255-COA-R3-PT, 2006 WL 2252746, at *5 (Tenn. Ct. App. Aug. 3, 2006); State

v.Malone, No. 03A01-9706-JV-00224, 1998 WL 46461, at *2 (Tenn. Ct. App. Feb. 5, 1998), perm. app. denied (Tenn.
June 8, 1998).
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their children. Inre A.J.H., No. M2005-00174-COA-R3-PT, 2005 WL 3190324, at * 10 (Tenn. Ct.
App. Nov. 28, 2005) (No Tenn. R. App. P. 11 application filed).

The Department’ s efforts to reunify parents and their children will be deemed reasonableif
the Department has exercised “reasonable care and diligence . . . to provide services related to
meeting the needs of the child and the family.” Tenn. Code Ann. 8§ 37-1-166(g)(1). The
reasonableness of the Department’ s efforts depends upon the circumstances of the particular case.
In caseslikethisone, thefactorsthat courts useto determinereasonablenessinclude: (1) thereasons
for separating the parents from their children, (2) the parents' physical and mental abilities, (3) the
resources availableto the parents, (4) the parents’ effortsto remedy the conditionsthat required the
removal of the children, (5) the resources available to the Department, (6) the duration and extent
of the parents’ efforts to remediate the problems that caused the children’s removal, and (7) the
closeness of the fit between the conditions that led to the initial removal of the children, the
requirements of the permanency plan, and the Department’s efforts® Inre Giorgianna H.,
SW.3d. a___,2006 WL 721303, at *6; Inre C.M.C., No. E2005-00328-COA-R3-PT, 2005 WL
1827855, at *9 (Tenn. Ct. App. Aug. 3, 2005) (No Tenn. R. App. P. 11 application filed); Sate v.
B.B.M., No. E2004-00491-COA-R3-PT, 2004 WL 2607769, at *6 (Tenn. Ct. App. Nov. 17, 2004)
(No Tenn. R. App. P. 11 application filed); Inre C.M.M., 2004 WL 438326, at *7.

Reunification of afamily, however, is atwo-way street, and neither law nor policy require
the Department to accomplish reunification on its own without the assistance of the parents. Inre
C.S,Jr.,2006 WL 2644371, at*9; InreD.J.D., No. E2005-01911-COA-R3-PT, 2006 WL 1005147,
at *13 (Tenn. Ct. App. Apr. 18, 2006) perm. app. denied (Tenn. July 20, 2006); Inre R.C.V., No.
M2001-02102-COA-R3-JV, 2002 WL 31730899, at * 12 (Tenn. Ct. App. Nov. 18, 2002) (No Tenn.
R. App. P. 11 application filed). Parents share the responsibility for addressing the conditions that
led to the removal of their children from their custody. They must aso make reasonable efforts to
rehabilitate themselves once services have been made availableto them. InreGiorgiannaH.,
SW.3d. at__ ,2006 WL 721303, at *6; State v. B.B.M., 2004 WL 2607769, a *7; Inre C.M.M.,
2004 WL 438326, at *7.

C.

Whilethe juvenile courts place most children found to be dependent and neglected with the
Department, other foster care alternatives are available. One of these alternativesis placement with
licensed private agencieslike AGAPE. Tenn. Code Ann. 8 37-1-130(a)(2)(C) (2005). Theseprivate
agencies perform many of the same functions as the Department. AGAPE concedes that it must
provide the same services to the children placed in its care that are provided to the children placed
in the Department’s custody. However, because Tenn. Code Ann. 8§ 36-1-166 applies only to the
Department, it questions whether it must make the same efforts to reunify the children with their

8Reunification efforts directed toward matters of little consequence are not reasonable. In re Valentine, 79
S.W.3d at 548-49 (a permanency plan must be reasonable and must be related to remedying the conditions that led to
the removal in the first place).
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parents that the Department is statutorily required to make. We have determined that its obligation
isthe same.

Private agencies must prepare a permanency plan for each child placed in their care either
by voluntary agreement or by order of a court. Tenn. Code Ann. 88 37-2-403(a)(1), 37-5-517(a)
(2005).° Like the Department’s permanency plans, these plans must include a “statement of
responsibilities between the parents, the agency and the caseworker for such agency.” Tenn. Code
Ann. 8 37-2-403(a)(2)(A). These statements must be “ specific” and must be reasonably related to
achieving one of the placement goalslisted in Tenn. Code Ann. § 37-2-403(a)(2)(A). Among these
goalsisthegoal of returning the child to hisor her parents. Tenn. Code Ann. 8§ 37-2-403(a)(1)(A).

In casesinvolving neglect, the statement of responsibilities contained in apermanency plan
prepared by a private agency must contain a requirement that the parent receive appropriate
rehabilitative assi stance through mental health consultation if so ordered by the court. Tenn. Code
Ann. 8§ 37-2-403(a)(5). In addition, the Department’s regulations require foster care agencies to
provide the children in their custody with foster home studies, ongoing training, and a long-term
support plan. Tenn. Comp. R. & Regs. 0250-4-9-.05(2)(a)(5) (1999). This plan must include
“[iJmmediate and long-range goal sin respect to assisting the child and his[or her] family, including
discharge and follow-up.” Tenn. Comp. R. & Regs. 0250-4-9-.05(2)(b)(4).

Theprivateagency and the parent may agreeon their respectiveresponsibilitiesfor achieving
reunification of thefamily. Tenn. Code Ann. 8 37-2-403(a)(3). If they cannot agree, the court will
prepare apermanency plan itself, Tenn. Code Ann. 8 37-2-403(a)(4)(A), and in any event, the court
must review and approve all permanency plansto assure that they are in the child’s best interests.
Tenn. Code Ann. 8 37-2-403(a)(2)(A). Likethe Department, private agencies must submit periodic
progress reports to the court. Tenn. Code Ann. § 37-2-404(b) (2005).

The statutes governing terminating parental rights also reflect the Tennessee General
Assembly’s recognition that the obligation to reunite families is shared by the parents and by the
public or private agencies receiving custody of their children. Thetermination of the parental rights
of the parents of some abandoned children cannot take place unless “the . . . agency has made
reasonabl e efforts to assist the parent(s) . . . to establish a suitable home for the child.” Tenn. Code
Ann. 8§36-1-102(1)(A)(ii). Similarly, oneof thefactorsthat should be considered when determining
whether terminating a parent’ s parental rightsisin hisor her child' sbest interestsis “[w]hether the
parent . . . hasfailed to effect alasting adjustment after reasonabl e efforts by availablesocial services
agencies for such duration of time that lasting adjustment does not reasonably appear possible.”
Tenn. Code Ann. 8 36-1-113(i)(2).

When the courts are called upon to construe state statutes, their primary responsibility isto
ascertain and to give effect to the intent and purpose of the Tennessee General Assembly. Freeman

9A different sort of plan must be prepared for children whose parents have surrendered custody or who have
had their parental rights terminated. Tenn. Code Ann. § 37-2-403(b)(1).
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Indus., LLC v. Eastman Chem. Co., 172 SW.3d 512, 522 (Tenn. 2005); Sullivan ex rel. Hightower
v. Edwards Oil Co., 141 SW.3d 544, 547 (Tenn. 2004). The courts must avoid constructions that
unduly restrict or expand the statute’ s application. Salleev. Barrett, 171 SW.3d 822, 828 (Tenn.
2005); Watt v. Lumbermens Mut. Cas. Ins. Co., 62 SW.3d 123, 127-28 (Tenn. 2001). Thegoal is
to construe statutes, especially statutes addressing the same subject matter or sharing a common
purpose, in away that avoids conflict and facilitates the harmonious operation of the law. Inre
C.K.G., 173 S.W.3d 714, 729 (Tenn. 2005); Fryev. Blue Ridge Neuroscience Ctr., P.C., 70 SW.3d
710, 716 (Tenn. 2002).

The courts must al so endeavor to make senserather than non-sense out of statutes. West Va.
Univ. Hosps,, Inc. v. Casey, 499 U.S. 83, 101, 111 S. Ct. 1138, 1148 (1991), super seded by statute,
Civil RightsAct of 1991, Pub. L. No. 102-166, 105 Stat. 1074, 42 USCS § 1988(c), as recognized
in Landgraf v. US FilmProducts, 511 U.S. 244, 251, 114 S. Ct. 1483, 1490 (1994); McCl€lan v.
Bd. of Regents, 921 S.W.2d 684, 689 (Tenn. 1996); Mercy v. Olsen, 672 S.W.2d 196, 200 (Tenn.
1984). Thus, the courts must construe a statute’ s words using their natural and ordinary meaning
unless the context in which the words are used requires otherwise. Tenn. Waste Mover's, Inc. v.
Loudon, 160 S\W.3d 517, 519 (Tenn. 2005); Frazier v. East Tennessee Baptist Hosp., Inc., 55
S.W.3d 925, 928 (Tenn. 2001). Because words are known by the company they keep, Inre Audrey
S, 182 SW.3d 838, 870 (Tenn. Ct. App. 2005), the courts should construe statutory language in the
context of the entire statute and in light of the statute’s general purpose. Honsa v. Tombigbee
Transp. Corp., 141 S\W.3d 540, 542 (Tenn. 2004); Osborn v. Marr, 127 SW.3d 737, 740 (Tenn.
2004).

Tennessee' s public policy embodies a preference for keeping families together, even after
the parents have erred. Thus, the statutes applicable to dependent and neglected children and to
Tennessee' sfoster care program are directed toward reuniting, rather than undermining, families.
They reflect the Tennessee General Assembly’ s recognition that children of dysfunctional families
should not be returned to their parents unless the parents have addressed the causes of their own
inability to provide appropriate parental care and supervision. They aso reflect an understanding
that in order to help the child and the family, one must help the parents.

Family relationships are constitutionally protected. Therefore, the parents of children who
are in the custody of a private agency by virtue of an order of a court are entitled to the same
rehabilitative services that parents of children in the Department’ s custody are entitled to receive.
Thereis no rational basis for distinguishing between the two. In light of Tennessee's pro-family
policies, we decline to construe the statutes governing the responsibilities of private agencies
providing foster care services to dependent and neglected children to permit these agencies to
provide |ess assistance to parents than Tenn. Code Ann. § 36-1-166 requires of the Department. It
would make little sense to create a loophole broad enough to provide a convenient fast track to
termination for parents whom either the Department or the private agencies decide are beyond help.



D.

Determining that private agencies must makethe sameeffortstoreunitethefamily that Tenn.
Code Ann. 8 36-1-166 requires the Department to make does not end the matter. We must still
review the record on appeal to determine whether A GA PE presented clear and convincing evidence
that the servicesit provided to Randall B., Sr. were sufficient to comply with Tenn. Code Ann. 8§ 36-
1-166. We have determined that AGAPE’s efforts to assist Randall B., Sr. were not reasonable
because they failed to address the root cause of Randall B., Sr.’ s difficulties — his drug addiction.

When reunification of afamily isthe goal, the responsibilities of both the parents and the
private agency or the Department must be reasonably related to accomplishing thegoa. Seelnre
Valentine, 79 SW.3d at 548-49. The order in which parents address their problems must also be
reasonable and practical. It is unreasonable, for example, to require parents with a serious drug
addiction or a serious psychological disorder to find adequate housing or to hold a steady job until
they have addressed the underlying problem. Inre M.J.M., Jr., No. M2004-02377-COA-R3-PT,
2005 WL 873302, at *11 (Tenn. Ct. App. Apr. 14, 2005) (No Tenn. R. App. P. 11 application filed)
(recognizing that aparent’ sdrug addiction will impedethe parent’ sability to address other parenting
iSsues).

Ontwo prior occasions, thiscourt hasvacated ordersterminating parental rights because the
Department had failed to present clear and convincing evidence that its efforts to assist aparent in
addressing parenting deficits had been reasonable. Both cases involved parents diagnosed with
narcissistic personality disorder. In the first case, this court held that the Department’s effort to
terminate the mother’s parental rights under Tenn. Code Ann. 8 36-1-113(g)(1), (2), (3) was
premature because the Department had failed to make a reasonable effort to assist the mother in
obtaining treatment for the disorder even though it had been diagnosed and treatment had been
recommended. InreM.V., No. E2006-00686-COA-R3-PT, 2006 WL 1864470, at *11 (Tenn. Ct.
App. July 6, 2006) (No Tenn. R. App. P. 11 application filed). Approximately one month later, we
reached asimilar result in another casein which the Department presented no evidence that it had
attempted to provide assistance to afather for the same disorder. On this occasion, we also noted
that thefact that thelikelihood of thetreatment’ ssuccessispoor did not excuse the Department from
its statutory obligations to make reasonable efforts to reunite the father and his children. Inre
W.A.H., 2006 WL 2257341, at *6.

There is no question that AGAPE’s socia worker, Ms. Mountjoy, was keenly aware of
Randall B., Sr.’s drug addiction. Randall B., Sr. told Ms. Mountjoy that he was addicted to drugs
during their first meeting when he confessed to using marijuana, cocaine, and pills. Randall B., Sr.
repeatedly declined to take random drug tests, and when he submitted to the tests, the results were
invariably positivefor marijuanaand cocaine. Despitetheseclear, unmistakablewarningsigns, Ms.
Mountjoy failed to require drug assessment and treatment in the permanency plans she prepared for
Randall B., Sr. Likewise, shefailedto encourage Randall B., Sr. to seek treatment or counseling for
hisdrug addiction during their face-to-face meetingswhen Randall B., Sr. either failed adrug screen
or smelled of marijuana.
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Randall B., Sr.’s addiction to drugsis the root cause of his parenting problems. In light of
Ms. Mountjoy’ s failure to take reasonable stepsto assist Randall B., Sr. in addressing his obvious
drug addiction, AGAPE failed to prove by clear and convincing evidence that its efforts to assist
Randall B., Sr. to develop the parenting skills that would entitle him to the return of his son were
reasonable. Accordingly, thejuvenile court erred by determining that terminating Randall B., Sr.’s
parenta rightsisin Randall B., Jr.’s best interests.

We vacate the order terminating Randall B., Sr.’ s parental rights with regard to Randall B.,
Jr. and remand the case to the juvenile court for further proceedings consistent with this opinion.
We tax the costs of this appeal to the Association for Guidance, Aid, Placement and Empathy, Inc.
for which execution, if necessary, may issue.

WILLIAM C. KOCH, JrR., P.J., M.S.
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